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CHAPTER ONE

Walloping winds were whipping the waters of Georgian Bay into a frenzy. Rolling green furrows deepened into caverns, surged upwards into towering waves, to toss and break in a welter of foam on the rocky shore. Overhead, scudding clouds chased each other across the sky, grey cloaks trailing ragged hemlines that brushed the spume-topped waves.

The stormy weather drew Tommy Smith, like a magnet, to the shore. He pulled his tattered sweater closer about his shoulders and ran, his eyes on the lowering clouds, his ears attuned to the thunder of waves breaking on the rocks.

He hesitated only once. A horse clip-clopped along the lane, pulling a cart loaded with apples from the nearby orchards. Tommy slipped behind a tree, let the cart pass, then darted out. He helped himself to a luscious red apple, waved at the startled driver, and ran toward the raging water.

Tommy scrambled onto the rocks, his face wet with spray. The waves sweeping in from the booming deep crashed across the sloping shore, reaching for him, then fell back, leaving him with bitter, unwanted memories. If anyone had said there were tears mixed with the spray on his face, Tommy would have denied it

It must have been on such a day as this that a ferry in far-off England foundered in a wild North Sea, taking his mother and father with it. Seven-year-old Tommy Smith and his older brother, Charlie, were orphaned, and left with distant relatives who didnt want them.

Well send them to Canada, the relatives decided. They will have a better chance of a good life there.

And so the two boys were put aboard an immigrant ship.

But a fever swept through the steerage deck of the ocean liner, taking the lives of many of the immigrants. Charlies body was one of those thrown into the cold grey waters of the North Atlantic. And Tommy was alone.

What were the officials to do with a (by now) eight-year-old boy? There were farmers waiting to take on immigrants as cheap labour, but who would want to be bothered with such a child? So Tommy was paired with a sturdy fourteen-year-old by the name of Fred. Anyone who wanted to hire Fred would have to take Tommy too. Mr. Alec Froeze, a Central Ontario farmer, decided that Freds strength would make the addition of Tommy worthwhile. After all, what would it cost him? Some meagre meals each day and a bed in the haymow. And Tommy could help with the horses, or in the kitchen with Mrs. Froeze.

So, a new life began for the little red-headed, freckle-faced boy as he struggled under the sharp-tongued farmers wife and the impatience of Mr. Froeze and Fred. For two years his only friends were the horses, whom he came to love, and the precious mouth organ that he taught himself to play.

Then came the day when two dollars went missing from the gimlet-eyed Mrs. Froezes cookie jar. Fred claimed to have seen Tommy taking the money. Tommy denied it, but nobody believed him. That night, sore from a beating, he ran away.

Stealing rides on trains and wagons wherever they might be going, sleeping in haymows, filching food wherever he might, Tommy eventually arrived in the Georgian Bay village of Collingwood, lonely and alone.

Now his favourite place was here, on the rocky shore of the bay, where he could feel the fascination of a vast expanse of water, and today, in the teeth of a raging gale, a touch of fear and foreboding



He stayed there, sitting on a big rock, until angry waves finally drove him from his perch and he ran, seeking shelter at Collingwood Harbour.

Even here the force of the gale was apparent, the water agitated, slapping against the jetty, churning and sucking around the hull of the steamship Asia. And the Asia, although moored, moved restlessly, uneasily, at the power of the storm.

If the Asia was uneasy she was not alone. Fourteen draft horses, tethered to the rail at the open bow, moved heavy feet, tossed their heads, and rolled fear-touched eyes when a wave broke against the bow and spray whipped into their faces.

Their plight drew Tommy close, and it seemed to him that the horses had good reason to be anxious.

He was no sailor. He knew little about ships. But it seemed even to Tommy that the Asia was overloaded. He could see through open, flimsy cargo doors that the holds were full, but loading continued. Crates and bales were being piled on the deck. And the cabins too must have been full; passengers were staking out claims for a few feet of open space on the deck.

And more passengers came. It was common knowledge that the policy of the Northern Navigation Company was to take anyone on board who was willing to pay the fare, with little thought to overcrowding. To Tommy it seemed a dangerous policy, but who was he to question experienced sailors?

But at least one passenger was having misgivings. As Tommy sidled up to the gangplank he heard the man expressing his anxiety and asking for his money back.

Ive changed my mind, he was saying. Ill wait for calmer weather.

Do what you want, snapped the overworked purser. But you dont get your money back. Thats our policy. No refundsHey, you! Where are you going?

He yelled this at a tall man in a top hat and a coat with a fur-trimmed collar who was purposefully pushing his way through the crowd and up the gangplank. Tommy recognized him as Mr. Warren, a prominent lawyer. The top-hatted gentleman stopped and glared.

Oh! Mr. Warren! The purser knuckled the brim of his cap in an agitated salute. I didnt recognize you, sir.

Obviously. Whats going on here?

Mr. Shippe here decided not to sail, but I told him we couldnt reimburse him. Am I not right, Mr. Warren?

That is correct. The distinguished-looking gentleman turned to the anxious passenger. Im sorry, Mr. Shippe, but that is company policy. He looked at the chaotic scene on the deck and shook his head. I cant say I blame you for wanting to wait for calmer weather. What is the cargo, Mr. Clegg?

Supplies for the lumber camps, mostly. And horses. And still cows to come at Owen Sound. They will be stowed on the deck with the horses.

Horses and cows on the open deck? This is ridiculous. Where is Captain Savage?

Somewhere up forard. I dont

But Mr. Warren had brushed past him and was threading his way among the passengers who by now were sitting or even lying on the deck. There was a scowl on his face.

Tommy would have gone after him if he could, especially to hear what the captain had to say, if anything, about all those people and horses who were trusting him with their lives. But of course he had no ticket, so he could only stay near the gangplank and wonder. He didnt have to wonder long. Mr. Warren came back with the captain.

I have no choice, Captain Savage was saying. He was a big man with a weather-beaten face and lively blue eyes. I have my orders. I am going to French River, then to Manitoulin, and finally to the Sault. With a stop at Owen Sound first. I have passengers and cargo for all those places.

But youre far too heavily laden, man. Youll never make it in this gale.

Ha! Tell the president of the firm that. He wont listen to me but he might listen to you. But I doubt it. He only understands profit and loss.

If he understands loss he should realize what the loss of the Asia will mean to us all. Look, Captain, Im going to see him. If Im not back in an hour, youll know Ive failed, and unless you want to risk mutiny youll have to sail. But pray God it wont come to that.

Very well. Captain Savage didnt sound too hopeful. Theres a lot of money tied up in the old tub, with this cargo and these passengers. If we delay, we lose some of them for sure and some other company will get first chance to ship the next cargo. Old Skinflintpardon me, Mr. Grimmondwill be hard to convince.

Well see. Mr. Warren turned back and shouldered his way to the wharf. There was no knowing how many passengers overheard the exchange, but none seemed to be discouraged. They still crowded aboard.







CHAPTER TWO

Tommy was such a familiar sight on the streets of Collingwood, in his battered shoes, bare legs, short pants, holed sweater, shapeless cloth cap, and smudged face, that he was practically invisible. No one paid any more attention to him than to a lamp standard or a hitching post. So no one noticed him follow Mr. Warren.

He didnt follow far. Knowing Mr. Warrens destination to be the offices of the Northern Navigation Company, Tommy took a shortcut through a back alley, then over a creek. He was there first.

The offices were on the fourth floor of the warehouse, reached by a precarious iron stair that was poorly secured to the outside wall. The president of the company rarely parted with his money and felt no need to spend it on anything he considered unnecessary.

What would Mr. Grimmond do? wondered Tommy. Did the fate of the Asia, and all those people and horses, rest on the judgment of one man? Years ago, had one man made the decision that sent that ferry to the bottom of the North Sea and left Tommy and his brother orphans?

He didnt hesitate.

He began to climb the shaky stairs as quickly as he could, keeping an eye out for Mr. Warren. He had reached the third floor when the lawyer came around the corner. Tommy pushed the unlatched door and slipped inside, leaving it open a fraction. He watched Mr. Warren climb up and pass on to the top floor.

Tommy stepped out onto the landing and looked up. Mr. Warren tried the door, then knocked sharply and called out.

If Mr. Warren had been invited in, Tommy would have gone up and listened shamelessly at the door, but as it turned out he didnt have to. The door opened and he heard voices, as two men stepped out onto the landing. He recognized Mr. Grimmonds, high and raspy, and that of Harry Johnson, a rough, belligerent odd-jobs man.

Frank Warren! What do you want?

Charles, I must talk to you. Can I come in?

No. Its not convenient. I have no time to spare. If you cant talk here and now, come back tomorrow at ten oclock.

No! Thats too late. There was anger in Mr. Warrens voice. Ive come to appeal to you. You must either delay the sailing of the Asia or reduce the cargo. You know as well as I do she was built for the river trade, not open water. Theres a storm out there. A full-force gale. Loaded as she is, shell never make it.

For heavens sake! Do you know what youre saying? Mr. Grimmonds voice rose in indignation. Reduce her cargo and delay her sailing and where do you suppose the merchants will go the next time they have something to ship? Not to us, thats certain. Theres plenty of shipping companies out there just waiting to put us out of business. Do what you ask and we lose everything. Go ahead as planned and we gain a handsome profit that will keep us going for years to comeand earn you a tidy dividend too, Frank Warren. And you want us to cancel!

Not cancel. Mr. Warren seemed to control his voice with an effort. I said delay or reduce. Weve got to think of the passengers, Charles. They trust us. If we tell them its too stormy to sail, what we lose in money we gain in respect and confidence.

Nonsense. Respect and confidence dont line the pockets. The passengers are willing to pay their money and take their chances. Besides, Captain Savage has weathered many a storm before now, hasnt he, Harry?

Sure, grunted the other. The Asias a good ship. Shell make it.

Of course she will. Youre worried over nothing, Frank Warren. She sails on time with as many passengers and as much cargo as we can load. Now, if youll excuse us

Apparently the two of them turned away, but Mr. Warren stopped them.

Just a minute. I tell you this, Charles Grimmond, if anything happens to the Asia, Ill see to it that you take the blame. If any lives are lost they will be on your conscience. I dont care about dividends He stopped suddenly. His voice changed. It became harsh and final. Im going to stop her sailing if I have to break both Captain Savages arms to do it. I wont be a part of this.

There was a sudden movement, a sharp cry. Harry! Stop him! A scuffle. Tommy stepped out on the landing and looked up. He felt the old stair tremble, and saw three men in a struggle. The rail gave way, then he heard a scream. He saw a bodyMr. Warren falling, crying out, arms flailing. He heard him hit the jagged rocks below. There was a shocked, breathless silence.

And then, after a long moment, My God! croaked Harry Johnson. Weve killed him!

No! Dont be a fool! Mr. Grimmond had recovered quickly. He came up to see me. The rail gave way. Everyone knows its shaky. Its as simple as that. It was an accident. You hear?

Of course. Harry gulped audibly. An accident.

Tommy should have stepped back then into the doorway and waited until he could get away unnoticed. But he didnt. He was frozen in shock. And then, when he finally moved, the old stair creaked alarmingly. The two men above heard it.

What was that? Whos there?

Before Tommy could dodge, they saw him.

Its that brat, Tommy Smith. He saw Harry sounded as if he were strangling.

Get him!

Hes a little liar. No one will believe him.

Get him! screamed Mr. Grimmond. If you dont want to go to the gallows.

Tommy fled, his feet scarcely touching the iron steps. Harry was after him. The whole ladder shuddered and swayed under thudding feet.

Tommy hit the street, feet pumping, and took off. He didnt know where he was going. Anywhere away from Harry Johnson.

They were right. Tommy was known as a liar. He had lived by his wits, stealing when necessary and lying about it until he reached Collingwood, and even there old habits died hard. When he needed something he didnt have, he took it without permission. But his needs were few and his filching, except for the occasional rebuke from the town constable, was tolerated. But it meant his word would have no chance against that of the prominent Mr. Grimmond, as Tommy was well aware. He would need time, a lot of time, if he was to convince anyone of what he had seen. And time was something Harry was not about to give him.

After a moment or two of hard running, Tommy realized that he was headed for the dock, and the Asia. That gave him an idea.

There were still people at the gangway, would-be passengers, growling at the purser for taking so long to accept their money. Tommy pushed into the crowd, hoping Harry would lose him. The purser cursed him soundly. People glared at him. He ducked low, thankful for his lack of height. He moved right through the throng and out the other side. He was still on the dock, farther along the flank of the ship. There was a fender there, hanging from the deck, squashed between the hull and the wharf, protesting with every movement as the ship rose and fell at the whim of the rising gale. He looked around quickly. Harry had lost him, at least momentarily. Everyone else ignored him. He grabbed the rope and hoisted himself up. His feet found the fender, giving him a boost. He climbed the short distance to the rail.

Another quick look around. All was confusion here and no one was interested in his movements. He climbed over the rail.

He was on the main cabin deck. Every inch of space here was already taken up by passengers. Outside, the narrow passageway between rail and bulkhead was filled with more people in deck chairs or squatting on the deck, and by bales and packing cases, so that there was barely room to squeeze by. Up forward, in the very bow, were the nervous horses. Tommy climbed the ladder to the top deck.

Here was more disorder. More packing cases, sacks of flour, and bales of hay were piled here and there, some secured by ropes, others loose. More passengers were taking up space, especially near the tall funnel, evidently hoping it would give out some warmth. Tommy spotted a narrow space between two packing cases, covered by a loose tarpaulin. He could hide in there, he thought, in case some inquisitive crew member wanted to see his ticket, until such time as Harry gave up and left the dockside. Was he still there, or had he already gone? Tommy risked a quick look over the rail.

That was a mistake. Harry didnt see him, but Billy Simpson did. Billy was the bankers son who was forbidden to play with Tommy, but did anyway.

Hey, Tommy! Tommy Smith! Where are you going?

Tommy groaned. Of all the beastly luck! But maybe it wouldnt matter as long as Billy kept his mouth shut.

To Owen Sound, he said quickly. For Mr. Thompson. He moved back, where Billy could no longer see him, hoping that would be the end of it. But it wasnt.

Just then, apparently, Harry Johnson lost patience. He called out in a loud voice.

Anyone seen Tommy Smith? I have a message for him.

And that dratted Billy Simpson had to speak up.

Hes already on board. I saw him on the deck.

Tommy didnt wait to hear any more. He was glad he had already picked out a hiding place. The way he figured it, Harry would come aboard looking for him. As soon as Harry passed by, heading forward, Tommy would leave his shelter and get off the Asia as fast as he could. What he would do then, he had no idea. That would have to wait. His first priority was to leave Harry Johnson far behind.

It didnt work out that way.

It seemed like ages before he recognized Harrys legs and heavy boots passing the shelter. So far so good. Harry didnt see Tommy and went right on forward. Tommy gave him a few seconds, then pushed his way out from under the tarp and ran for the ladder to the lower deck and the gangway.

The motion of the ship and the activities of the deckhands should have alerted him, but he was too scared to notice. It wasnt till he reached the rail that the truth hit him.

The stretch of water between the boat and the dock was boiling and frothing and widening fast. They had left the dock. The Asia was heading out.

Tommy Smith was trapped.







CHAPTER THREE

In mounting panic Tommy spun around, half expecting to see Harry Johnson coming at him, menace in every stride.

He wasnt. Not yet. Perhaps, thought Tommy desperately, he couldnt be absolutely sure Tommy was aboard. There was only Billy Simpsons word for it. If he could keep hidden, Harry might assume he wasnt on board after all, give up and leave the Asia in Owen Sound.

The deck was like a living thing. Even here, before reaching open water, the Asia was rolling to the thrust of the waves. But Tommy paid no attention to that. He made sure no one was watching when he squirmed his way under the tarpaulin between the packing cases. He sat on the deck, confined, clasping his arms around his trembling knees, and wished miserably that he could remember how to pray.

What was he to do? What could he do?

He remembered his first encounter with Mr. Grimmond. The president of the Northern Navigation Company had been driving his horse-drawn carriage down the main street when a sudden commotion caused his horse to rear up, threatening carriage and driver.

In the excitement, only Tommy had acted. Something similar had happened once before on the Froeze farm and he knew what he could do. He had approached the frightened animal and had stood there beneath the threatening hooves, playing a soothing tune on his mouth organ. It was just coincidence, bystanders claimed, that the horse had immediately calmed down. But at least one man
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